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Temporary protection

Ricardo had the advantage of writing his principal work in
18173 when the introduction of power-driven machinery had
reached an advanced stage. Capital had become much less
fluid than in Adam Smith's day, and Ricardo was so much
alive to the evil results of competition that he devoted a whole
chapter to the effects of 'sudden changes in the channels of
trade9. It contains several striking passages.

In rich and powerful countries, where large capitals are invested
in machinery, more distress will be experienced from a revulsion in
trade than in poorer countries where there is proportionally a much
smaller amount of fixed, and a much larger amount of circulating
capital, and where consequently more work is done by the labour of
men. It is not so difficult to withdraw a circulating as a fixed capital
from any employment in which it may be engaged.

It should be noticed that the 'distress' he is concerned with is
that of the capitalist, not of the labourer, although the latter is
likely to suffer from the changed conditions as much in a poor
country as in a rich country. He notes (from the experience
of England at the time) how a war, preventing the importation
of corn, may draw an unusual quantity of capital into agricul-
ture, and how, at the termination of the war, acute distress
in agriculture may set in. He is even prepared to admit of
a short-period departure from laisserfaire. The best policy of
the State would be, to lay a tax, decreasing in amount from
time to time, on the importation of foreign corn3 for a limited
number of years, in order to afford to the home-grower an
opportunity to withdraw his capital gradually from the land.'
Once again, it may be noticed, there is not a word about the
uprooting of the labourer. But at any rate the principle is
admitted that, where an industry has done good service for the
State, and where it can be clearly seen that some part or all of
its productive capacity is surplus and will be destroyed if com-
petition has full play, the blow should be softened by temporary
interference with competition. This interference, he says, would
involve a net economic loss, but the temporary tax 'would be